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ROBERT  KUSHNERisa  member  of  the  generation  of  artists  that 
emerged  in  the  early  1970s  and  began  to  reinject  personal  content,  meaning,  and 
imagery  into  art.  These  artists  sought  alternatives  to  the  reductive,  restrictive,  and 
impersonal  aspects  of  Minimalism  and  Conceptualism  that  were  then  dominating  the 
art  world.  Kushner  in  particular  drew  upon  a  broader  range  of  inspiration  and  source 
material,  and  saw  great  potential  in  the  neglected  area  of  decorative  art.  His  explora- 
tion of  this  mode  was  generated  by  a  trip  to  Iran,  where  he  became  fascinated  by 
Islamic  art  and  architecture  and  by  the  intricate  patterning  of  ancient  woven  fabrics. 
Most  important  was  his  realization  that  there  existed  no  distinction  between  fine  art 
and  decorative  art  in  Middle  Eastern  cultures. 

Paramount  in  all  aspects  of  Kushner's  work — paintings,  drawings,  prints,  perfor- 
mances, and  costumes — is  the  goal  of  achieving  the  decorative  ideal  and  rectifying 
what  he  considers  the  false  distinction  between  art  and  decoration.  His  emulation  of 
the  decorative  is  revealed  in  his  effort  to  make  art  that  is  expansive  and  additive, 
exuberant  and  embellished.  The  images,  colors,  and  patterns  expand  beyond  the 
physical  edge  of  the  support,  carrying  the  eye  across  the  surface  and  implying  an 
infinite  continuation  of  the  fluid  and  energetic  line.  Surface  treatment  is  primary — 
there  is  no  attempt  to  suggest  illusionist  space.  To  enhance  the  formal  aspects  of  his 
imagery,  Kushner  de-emphasizes  content.  His  forms  and  figures  are  recognizable,  but 
subjugated  to  decorative  principles  through  cropping,  non-naturalistic  colors,  and 
cliched  patterns.  The  use  of  pattern — whether  the  repetition  of  the  same  drawn  form 
or  the  superimposition  of  commercially  produced  motifs — defines  the  artwork  as  ex- 
isting in  the  decorative  realm. 

Kushner  has  been  pursuing  a  decorative  style  since  197 1.  At  that  time,  he  was 
working  only  on  paper,  copying  intricate  pattern  motifs  from  historical  fabrics  and 
rugs.  This  was  done  as  an  instructive  exercise  in  drawing  and  also  as  an  aid  to  evolving 
his  own  vocabulary  of  forms — among  them,  the  leaf,  vine,  seed  pod,  and  floral  im- 
ages that  recur  in  his  work.  The  process  led  to  large-scale  ink  drawings  of  abstracted 
flowers  such  as  Untitled  (1973).  By  1975  Kushner  began  to  expand  the  scale  and 
format  of  his  drawings  by  taping  multiple  sheets  of  paper  together,  and  to  enlarge  his 
repertory  of  images  by  selecting  a  wider  range  of  subject  matter — from  books  on 
European  fabric  and  wallpaper  design  to  advertising  images  and  collections  of  Chinese 


commercial  designs.  Bunnies  Eating  Bok  Choy  (1977),  Empty  Pagoda  (1977),  and  Fishes 
and  Lilies  (1977)  all  derive  from  Chinese  line-drawing  books.  Caryatids  (1977)  was 
Kushner's  first  figural  piece,  but  even  here  the  human  form  is  kept  within  the  deco- 
rative tradition.  It  is  not  surprising  that  Kushner  found  a  source  of  inspiration  in 
Matisse — one  of  the  few  modern  artists  to  use  the  figure  in  a  decorative  context. 
Matisse's  art  is  fundamental  to  Kushner's  series  of  multi-panel  vertical  works,  such  as 
Giselle  ("1979),  Henrietta  ("1979),  and  Henri  (1978).  These  stylized  faces  of  varying 
expressions  were  executed  quickly  and  then  stacked  together  with  the  faces  in  alter- 
nating directions  so  that  the  viewers  eye  moves  up  and  down  in  a  zigzag  motion. 

Kushner  often  used  the  full  figure  in  the  form  of  cupids,  ballerinas,  Egyptian 
musicians,  and  operatic  characters.  Many  of  these  paintings  on  paper,  such  as  Aida 
("1979),  were  derived  from  newspaper  and  magazine  photographs,  which  appealed  to 
the  artist  because  they  were  found  images,  that  is,  precomposed  and  preflattened,  and 
with  figures  frequently  in  awkward,  artificial,  or  comic  poses.  These  drawings  allowed 
Kushner  to  explore  various  figurative  possibilities  and  sparked  his  interest  in  drawing 
from  a  live  model  in  the  studio.  Beginning  in  1982,  he  executed  a  series  of  ink 
drawings  from  the  model.  These  works  were  often  done  on  oriental  and  handmade 
papers  embedded  with  fibers,  leaves,  and  sequins  (as  in  Tom,  1983)  in  order  to  add  an 
additional  layer  of  ornamentation.  However,  it  was  the  use  of  commercially  produced 
wallpapers  that  enabled  Kushner  to  fully  integrate  the  figure  into  a  decorative  style: 
the  collaged  paper  asserted  the  primacy  of  ornamentation  by  flattening  the  compo- 
nents of  the  figure,  denying  its  presence  in  space.  These  wallpaper  pieces,  such  as 
Wrapped  ( 1984)  and  Contemplative  (1984),  employ  the  same  technique  as  his  large 
fabric  paintings — the  drawn  image  of  the  figure  is  revealed  through  cuts  in  the  ap- 
plied papers. 

Like  all  of  Kushner's  paintings  on  paper,  these  recent  works,  with  their  frequent 
display  of  lurid  off-key  colors,  out-of-fashion  motifs,  commercial  designs,  and  un- 
usual subject  matter,  challenge  conventional  notions  of  aesthetic  suitability,  even  as 
they  confound  the  representational  and  decorative  modes.  Behind  these  provocations, 
however,  lies  a  serious  concern  with  issues  of  line,  edge,  color,  balance,  and  harmo- 
nious composition.  Robert  Kushner's  work  is  a  profound  accomplishment  that  signifi- 
cantly expands  the  evolving  definition  of  art. 
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